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THE ENGLISH WET-NURSE AND HER ROLE IN
INFANT CARE 1538-1800
by
VALERIE FILDES*
Despite thespacedevoted tostudiesofEuropean nurses,wet-nursinginEnglandhas
received scant attention. This is mainly because in some countries, such as France,
wet-nursing was regulated by the state and therefore was documented extensively.
Also, France and most other Catholic lands had numerous foundling hospitals for
which detailed records, often dating from the Middle Ages, survive. But for England,
apart from the archive relating to the country nurses of the London Foundling
Hospital (founded 1739), and the few remaining records of the nurses employed by
Christ's Hospital in the sixteenth century, the evidence is limited and scattered.' How
thetradeofwet-nursingwasorganizedandcarried onoutsidetheseofficialinstitutions
has received very little attention. Roger Finlay's study ofthe demography ofLondon
(1580-1650) has demonstrated that infants from wealthier parishes were sent out of
London to be nursed in country parishes.2 Dorothy McLaren's detailed study ofthe
Buckinghamshire parish ofChesham (1578-1601) has indicated that women who were
nursing London infants may have used wet-nursing as acontraceptive technique once
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their own families were complete.3 The works of Shorter on the history ofthe family4
and DeMauseonthehistoryofchildhood5 citemanyexamplesofwet-nursing, buttheir
tendency to extrapolate findings from several different countries and from different
periods make these of little value to the study of the English situation. The primary
sources for "unofficial" wet-nursingaregenerally biased towards theconsumers: diaries
andautobiographies fromabout 1500to 1800frequentlydescribe individual cases ofthe
use ofwet-nurses, although these relate almost exclusively to the upper or professional
classes.6 Todate, verylittlehasbeenpublishedaboutwhothenurseswere, theirworking
conditions, and thedegree ofcare they provided: points relevant both to infantcare and
the lives of women in pre-industrial England.
In a previous study of infant feeding practices in the British Isles 1500-1800,7
wet-nursing was considered in relation to other aspects ofinfant nutrition, particularly
the attitudes towards breast-feeding and the development of artificial feeding. It was
argued: (1) that wet-nursing was common, especially in the London area, during the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries and possibly increased in the late seventeenth and
early eighteenth centuries; (2) that the nurses were married women living with their
husbands, had several children oftheir own, and took the nurse-children into their own
homes; (3) that they came chiefly from the artisan class rather than the poorest rural
classes;(4)thattherewerethreedifferenttypesofwet-nurse: (a)theparishnursewhotook
inparishinfantsandwasusuallyreceivingpoorreliefherself;(b)thenursesoftheLondon
Foundling Hospital who worked under the supervision ofinspectors; (c) the privately
employed nurse, forwhomwet-nursing was asignificant andcontinuingoccupation for
whichshereceivedagoodwagebothinmoneyandinkind: oftenshewascaredforbyher
nurse-children in later life and received the occasional bequest from them.
Thispaperisconcerned principally withthis lasttypeofnurse. Themethodemployed
in the research and the main results will be given first; followed by a more detailed
discussion of the findings.
Therarereferencestowet-nursingbymodernwritersindicatethatitwaslesspopularin
the late eighteenth century, accompanying the fashion for maternal breast-feeding.
Certainly, in literary sources the mention of wet-nurses declines quite sharply in the
eighteenthcentury; andsimilarly, medicalworks, whetherintended foraprofessional or
3 DorothyMcLaren, 'Nature'scontraceptive. Wetnursingandprolongedlactation: thecaseofChesham,
Buckinghamshire, 1578-1601', Med. Hist., 1979,23:426-441. Asimilarfindinghasbeendescribed forItalyin
Sandra Cavallo, 'Strategie politiche e familiari intorno al baliatico. I1 monopolio dei bambini abbandonati
nel Canavese tra seie settecento', Quaderni Storici, 1983, 53: 391-420, 735-736.
4 Edward Shorter, The making ofthe modernfamily, Glasgow, Fontana, 1977.
5 Lloyd De Mause, The history ofchildhood, London, Souvenir Press, 1976, particularly ch. 1: 'The
evolution ofchildhood', pp. 1-73.
6 Linda Pollok, Forgotten children: parent-child relationsfrom 1500-1900, Cambridge University Press,
1983, pp. 212-222; Rosalind K. Marshall, 'Wet nursing in Scotland: 1500-1800', Review ofScottish Culture,
1984, no. 1, 43-51; Randolph Trumbach, The rise ofthe egalitarianfamily, New York, Academic Press,
1978, particularly ch. 5; Lawrence Stone, Thefamily, sex and marriage in England, 1500-1800, London,
Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 1977, pp. 99-101, 106-107, 428-432. See also my book, Breast, bottles andbabies.
A history ofinfantfeeding, Edinburgh University Press, 1986, chs. 5-7.
7 Valerie Fildes, 'Thehistory ofinfantfeeding 1500-1800', unpublished PhDthesis, University ofSurrey,
1982, pp. 149-162 (hereinafter Fildes, thesis). The present investigation represents an attempt to extend and
verify or refute these findings, which were based upon medical, theological, literary, and pictorial sources.
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for a popular readership, rarely refer to wet-nurses, instead either advocating the
increasing fashion for bringing up by hand at home, or the mother breast-feeding at
home.8Discussionwithhistoriansstudyingtheeighteenthcentury9producednofactsor
figures about the wet-nurse in that period, although it was suggested that the London
Foundling Hospital, when looking for suitable wet-nurses, may have built upon
existinglinksaround Londonandputfoundlingstonursewithwomeninthosevillages
known to accept nurse-children. Enquiries at the record offices around London
produced no evidence ofdetailed research into this topic during any period.
Inordertodiscoverexactlywhenandwhereinfantswereputouttonurse,whothese
childrenwere,andtowhichfamiliestheyweresent,asystematicstudywasbegunofthe
parishesinonecountynearLondonknowntohavetakennurse-childrenfromLondon
anditsenvirons. Theresultsfromthiscountywerecomparedwithasampleofparishes
fromdifferentcountiesaround London. Thecountyselected fordetailedattentionwas
Hertfordshire, alarge,predominantlyruralcountywhosenearestpointtoLondonwas
twelve miles and the farthest point approximately forty miles away. The sample from
other counties was taken from a selection ofthose parishes whose registers had been
printed and were available for study in the British Library: Bedfordshire,
Buckinghamshire, Middlesex, and Essex to the north of the Thames, and Kent and
Surrey to the south.
There are 132 parishes in Hertfordshire and, to date, sixty-two ofthese have been
studied, although not in equal depth; in some cases because only the Bishop's
Transcripts were available for part or all ofthe period from 1538 to 1800, in others
because only small parts of the register had survived loss or serious damage-
particularly by fire. Many ofthe registers had gaps in the burialsespecially during the
period c.1640 to c.1660. However, for this study, perfect registers, although desirable,
were not essential. The aim was to discover, by examination ofthe burial registers,
whether or not nurse-children were listed and, ifso, to assess what proportion ofall
burials in any particular year comprised nurse-children. Further details sought were
theplace oforigin ofthenurse-child, andthefamily towhichhiscareandnourishment
duringinfancywasentrusted. Apartfromthebalddescription "A nursechild", entries
which were accepted gave varying amounts ofdetail: "Alice Ward, a nurse child of
London" (Flamstead, Herts, 1552); "Andrew Rich a nurse child from London out of
Georges Thornes house" (Much Hadham, Herts, 1572); "Thomas sonne ofAnthony
Kymber ofLondon butcher nursed by the wyfe ofJohn Edwards turner" (Chesham,
Bucks, 1597); "John Greene, a nursechild ofJohn Tyrrells at thebutts, the son ofone
JohnGreene, acutlerin StBrid'sparish inLondon"(StokeD'Abernon, Surrey, 1625);
"A nurslinge of Goodman Johnsons, of High Ongar" (Ongar, Essex, 1639); "John
Churchhill, a nursery, from Richard Butts house, from Westminster" (Kensington,
Middlesex, 1663); "Kirgates nurse child" (Wimbledon, Surrey, 1709); "I.R., a
nurse-child" (Totteridge, Herts, 1779); "John Bedgate infant son ofJohn B., servant,
nursd at Putney" (Putney, Surrey, 1799). It appears to have been normal practice for
infants to beburied in thewet-nurse's ownparish and not returned to theirparishesof
origin.
8 Ibid. p. 213.
9 I am grateful for the opinions of Dr Roy Porter and Dr Keith Snell.
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Itmustbeemphasizedthatineverycasewherenurse-childrenappearinaparish,the
number sent there is always an underestimate. Registers record only those children
buried there. Also, where burial registers do not record nurse-children this does not
necessarily mean thatnurse-children were neversent there, merely that none had died
and had its burial recorded in the parish. In some cases where very briefdetails were
given by a particular clerk, there may have been burials ofinfants at nurse who were
not identified as nurse-children. Some parishes buried nurse-children for a few years
only, whilst burials in others spanned a period of250 years. A further point is that
Hertfordshire was well known for its large numbers ofnon-conformists, especially in
the seventeenth century,10 and although the few surviving registers of religious
dissenters show no evidence ofnurse-children, it is uncertain whether nursed infants
were buried according to the faith of the wet-nurse or that of their family.
Before stating the findings ofthis study so far, it must be emphasized that this is a
preliminary report, at approximately the half-way stage in an extensive work, and
further study may well alter the findings, and consequently the opinions, stated here.
However, the facts discovered to date are strongly indicative ofparticular trends and
may provide a starting-point for studies offemale occupations and, especially, infant
and child care in pre-industrial England.
Of the sixty-two Hertfordshire parishes studied thirty-six (fifty-eight per cent)
accepted nurse-children, principally from London, and between 1544 and 1800 they
buried 1,912nurse-children.1' Inaddition, thereweresevenHertfordshireparishesnot
yet studied in detail but known from other records to have accepted London
nurse-children.'2 Twenty-five parishes from counties otherthan Hertfordshire buried
1,148 nurse-children in theperiod 1541-1800.13 Figure 1 shows theparishes known to
accept London nurse-children between 1538 and 1800.14 Because this study
10ThestandardworkonthissubjectisWilliam Urwick,Non-conformityinHertfordshire, London,Hazell,
Watson & Viney, 1884.
ll The Hertfordshire parishes studied are listed alphabetically (in the format used by the Hertfordshire
RecordOffice, Hertford)attheendofthispaper. Allreferencesinthetexttoaparticularparishalludetothe
records listed unless an additional footnote is given. A large majority ofthese records are not paginated;
therefore, where possible, the year or decade referred to is given in the text.
12 GreatAmwell,Broxbourne,HertfordAllSaints,HertfordStAndrews,Hertingfordbury, BrentPelham,
Ware. William LeHardy(editor), Calender tothesessionsbooksandsessionsminutebooksandothersessions
records ofthe county ofHertford 1619 to 1657, vol. 5, Hertford, Charles Longmore, 1928, p. 378; idem,
(editor), Calender to the sessions books and other sessions records 1658-1700, vol. 6, Hertford, Elton
Longmore, 1930, pp. 106, 304, 399; E. W. Paddick, 'When Hoddesdon harboured London's children',
Hertfordshire Countyside, 1973, 28(165): 37-39; Pearce, op. cit., note I above, p.163; part ofa handwritten
transcript ofthe parish register of Brent Pelham, HRO; personal communication from Dr Violet Rowe.
13 Theparishesstudied arelisted alphabetically, bycounty, atthe end ofthispaper. Unless anadditional
footnote is provided, all references to these parishes in the text refer to those listed.
14 Inadditiontotheparishesdescribedinnotes 11-13above:J.CharlesCox, TheparishregistersofEngland,
London, Methuen, 1910, pp. 67-69 (Mitcham, Surrey); The Christ's Hospital Book, London, Hamish
Hamilton, 1953, p. 12(DunmowandThaxted, Essex);T. F.Thiselton-Dyer, OldEnglishsociallifeastoldby
the parish registers, London, Eliot Stock, 1898 (Mitcham, Petersham, and Limpsfield, Surrey); Gerald
Curtis, ThestoryoftheSampfords, 1982,p. 46(Greatand LittleSampford, Essex), I amgrateful to MrF. G.
Emmison ofthe Essex Record Office for providing this reference. F. G. Emmison, Elizabethan life: morals
andthe church courts, Chelmsford, Essex County Council, 1973, p. 88 (Farnham, Essex); Robert Edmund
Chester Waters, Parish registers in England. Their history andcontent, London, Longmans, Green, 1887,
p. 66(Hackneyand Highgate, Middlesex; Petersham, Surrey); W. Winters, Ourparishregisters, being three
hundredyears ofcurious local history, as collectedfrom the original registers, churchwardens accounts and
monumentalrecordsoftheparishofWalthamHolyCross, WalthamAbbey,[theauthor], 1885,pp.74,82, 103
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concentrated particularly on Hertfordshire, this figure shows a larger number of
parishesfromthiscounty; thereisnoevidencetosuggestthatmorenurse-childrenwere
buried in Hertfordshire than in other counties around London. The numbers of
nurse-children buriedineachparish variedgreatly, andTable 1 shows the yearswithin
which nurse-children appear in the burial registers ofthe thirty-six parishes. Table 2
shows a similar picture for the twenty-five parishes outside Hertfordshire used for
comparison.
TABLE 1: THE YEARS WITHIN WHICH 36 HERTFORDSHIRE PARISHES
BURIED 1,912 NURSE-CHILDREN 1544-1800"
Name ofparish
Aldenham
Anstey
Chipping Barnet
Bengeo
Berkhamstead
Bishops Stortford
Cheshunt
Codicote
Elstree
Flamstead
Great Gaddeston
Little Hadham
Much Hadham
Harpenden
Hatfield
Great Hormead
Hunsdon
Kings Langley
North Mimms
Northaw
Northchurch
Rickmansworth
St Albans Abbey
St Albans, St Peter's
St Albans, St Stephen's
Sandridge
Sarrat
Shenley
Stevenage
Totteridge
Tring
Walkem
Watford
Watton-at-Stone
Wheathamstead
Wigginton
Records studied
between
1559-1800
1540-1800
1563-1795
1606-1800
1606-1669
1561-1800
1559-1800
1558-1800
1585-1800
1548-1800
1558-1800
1559-1800
1559-1800
1562-1800
1604-1800
1538-1800
1546-1800
1558-1812
1604-1800
1564-1713
1606-1800
1569-1695
1558-1760
1558-1800
1561-1697
1559-1800
1581-1714
1604-1800
1543-1800
1569-1800
1606-1800
1558-1800
1539-1800
1609-1699
1604-1800
1601-1800
Nurse-children
buried between
1594-1726
1692
1590-1630
1638
1606-1636
1608-1695
1559-1767
1635-1749
1585-1742
1551-1622
1561
1616-1714
1567-1710
1575-1714
1661-1788
1582-1592
1594-1686
1594-1731
1614-1752
1665-1689
1607
1600
1600-1674
1566-1739
1630
1595-1703
1693-1697
1640-1767
1544-1546
1581-1799
1607-1610
1668
1544-1735
1610-1671
1630-1694
1624
No. of
nurse-children
261
1
30
1
7
7
703
S
247
27
1
31
48
50
41
5
24
58
65
10
8
1
8
31
1
15
3
17
6
624
2
1
131
4
4
1
(Waltham Abbey, Essex); Frieda Houser, 'Hampstead through the stethoscope', unpublished lecture
(Hampstead, Middlesex); Le Hardy (1928), op. cit., note 12 above, pp. 291, 329 (Much Munden and
Standon, Herts); LeHardy(1930), op.cit., note 12above,pp. 160(Essendon, Herts); T. R. Forbes, Chronicle
from Aldgate. Life and death in Shakespeare's London, New Haven Conn., and London, Yale University
Press, 1977, p. 195 (Hatfield Broad Oak, Essex), I amgrateful to the late Dr D. McLaren forproviding this
reference. Roger A. P. Finlay, 'Population and fertility in London 1580-1650', J. Family History, 1979, 4:
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TABLE 2: THE YEARS WITHIN WHICH 25 PARISHES OUTSIDE
HERTFORDSHIRE BURIED 1,148 NURSE-CHILDREN 1541-1800's
Name ofparish Records studied Nurse-children No. of
between buried between nurse-children
Bedfordshire
Barton-le-Clay 1558-1800 1674-1769 5
Compton-cum-Shefford 1572-1800 1634-1703 2
Dunstable 1558-1800 1642-1699 2
Houghton Regis 1538-1800 1541-1586 7
Luton 1602-1754 1658 1
Streatley 1602-1800 1759 1
Sundon 1584-1800 1606 1
Toddington 1616-1800 1616-1742 4
Buckinghamshire
Chesham 1538-1636 1575-1635 60
Stoke Poges 1563-1653 1606-1640 13
Essex
Ongar 1558-1750 1639 2
Stapleford Tawney 1558-1752 1565-1567 2
Kent
Lee 1579-1754 1583-1730 8
Lewisham 1558-1729 1578-1729 71
Orpington 1560-1754 1581-1715 24
Middlesex
Kensington 1539-1675 1576-1674 34
Surrey
Banstead 1548-1789 1557-1752 6
Beddington 1538-1672 1579-1671 9
Merstham 1538-1800 1561-1756 3
Morden 1634-1800 1636-1745 9
Stoke D'Abernon 1619-1800 1625-1655 4
Sutton 1636-1800 1640-1641 2
Putney 1620-1800 1620-1800 494
Wandsworth 1603-1787 1603-1748 248
Wimbledon 1599-1800 1606-1738 136
There is no doubt that a nurse-child was one who had been sent to the country to be
wet-nursed, at least initially. Every parish register examined to date discriminates
between parish-child; nurse-child; poor nurse-child; nurse-child or child from the
hospital (i.e. Christ's Hospital in the sixteenth century and the Foundling Hospital in
the eighteenth century). In all parishes, even where nurse-children are not recorded,
large numbers ofinfants/children were buried, each ofwhom was described as the son
26-38; Finlay, op. cit., note 2 above, (Enfield and Edmonton, Middlesex; Richmond and Titsey, Surrey;
Waltham Abbey, Essex); John Southerden Tate, Thehistory ofparish registers in England, reprint of2nded.,
1862, Wakefield, Yorks, EP Publishing, 1976, pp. 121, 126 (Eltham and Shorne, Kent); Margaret Sherren,
'Edward and Mary Clarke of Chipley', Studies in Somerset History, University of Bristol, Dept of
Extra-Mural Studies, 1971, p.50 (Ditton, Surrey); Iam grateful to the late Dr D. McLaren forproviding this
reference. J. 0. Halliwell (editor), Theprivate diary ofDrJohn Dee, London, Camden Society, 1842, pp. 12,
19, 39 (Barnes, East Sheen, and Petersham, Surrey); Hugh Cholmley, The memoirs ofSir Hugh Cholmley,
London, 1787, (Wateringbury, Kent); E. M. Symonds (editor), 'The diary ofJohn Greene (1635-1657)', Eng.
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or daughter ofa Londoner whose name and occupation was given (mostcommonly a
merchant or gentleman) and frequently addressed as "Sir" or "Mr" at a time when
thesetitleswerereserved forcomparatively fewwealthy orrespectedmen.Theseappear
in such large numbers that it is probable that many ofthem represent young children
who were no longer wet-nursed but had been weaned and remained as foster-children,
either with their old nurses or in other families in a healthy country parish until
considered sufficiently old and resilient to return to their parents. In this study, these
children have not been counted as nurse-children but if, as some authors maintain,15
they should be included, then the total figure of3,060 nurse-children would represent
only a fraction ofthose London children buried in the counties round the capital. Only
children designated specifically as a nurse-child, nursery, or said to be nursed by a
parishioner were included for the purposes ofthis investigation. Occasionally, infants
were buried who were called "a sucking child", and these also were not counted as
nurse-children since they were probably being suckled by their mothers. No children
who were breast-fed at home were referred to as nurse-children by parish clerks, but
were called "sucking child" or "infant son/daughter of [usually] a local man". In
contrast, the surnames of nurse-children rarely occur elsewhere in the register.
Because the term "nurse-child" was well known to all parish clerks and others who
wrote in the registers, and was universally used throughout the period under
investigation, it is unlikely to indicate children other than those brought from other
parishes, especially those of London. Nurse-children from Christ's Hospital in the
sixteenth century and the Foundling Hospital in the eighteenth century might
occasionally indicate a child no longer being breast-fed, but even in these cases, parish
clerks discriminated between "A foundling from the Hospital" (often with the child's
name and hospital number appended) and "A nurse child, foundling from the
hospital". Similarly, they referred to children from Christ's Hospital either as "A nurse
child from the Hospital" or "A poor child from the Hospital".'6 In many cases,
differentiation wasmadebetween "anursechild" and "Apoor nurse child", indicating
that the latter was possibly a foundling or other poor child from a London parish sent
out by parish officials to a foster-mother until old enough to return.17
Examination of overseers' and churchwardens' reports shows that children being
buried as nurse-children were not those which the parish itself was supporting.'8
Further, the women who were nursing the parish poor were not the women who were
burying infants described asnurse-children. Ifthechildren being nursed at the expense
ofthe parish died, they were described in the burial register as "an infant kept by" or
"son or daughter of a parishioner", or occasionally as "foundling" or "base born".
hist. Rev., 1929,44:106-117 (Shenfield, Essex); Sarah Meade, Letter to her mother, Margaret Fox, 17 April
1686, Abraham Manuscripts No. 30, Friends House Library, London (Romford, Essex); unpublished
records ofthe Cambridge Group for the History ofPopulation and Social Structure (Bromley and Eltham,
Kent; Northolt, Middlesex).
15 For example, Finlay op. cit., note 14 above included these when other entries naming nurse-children
occurred.
16 For example, Much Hadham, Herts in the 1570s, and Hatfield, Herts in 1757.
17 For example, Cheshunt, Herts, in 1650.
18 A particular study was made of Cheshunt, Herts, which has good registers and other parish records
covering the period 1538-1800.
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Nurse-childrenwereinfrequentlydescribedasbasebornandthosewhoweregiventhat
description had a named parent(s), often of London. For example, at the Hertford
QuarterSessions ofJanuary 1634, therewas "Acomplaintbytheinhabitants ofGreat
Hadham, that about three years since one Katherine, a bastard child of one Rose
Downes, of Fogwell Court, in the parish of St Sepulchres, London, and of which
Thomas Elliott, late ofSt Faiths, London, Mercer, is the reputed father, was by the
said Elliott or some ofthe parishioners of St Sepulchres, by his procurement, put to
nursetoJohnBarfooteandJoan, hiswife,whoarebothdead,leavingnotonlythesaid
bastard child, but also five small children oftheir own, who have all been maintained
by the said parish, and that although they have tried they cannot 'find out' the said
Elliott." Anorderwasmadethatthechild be sent tothechurchwardens and overseers
of St Sepulchre's to be provided for.'9
Bastards ofwell-to-do people and the orphans and foundlings ofLondon parishes
were not the onlychildren sent out to nurse. Themajority were thelegitimate children
ofrespectableandusuallywealthyparents. In someinstances,these parentsdiedwhilst
the child was at nurse, so that once the child was weaned he was returned to his own
parish.Anorderwaspassedatthe 1686HertfordQuarterSessionsthat"Elizabethand
Mary Mannering, daughters ofRichard Mannering, Gentleman, deceased, who were
formerly put to nurse with Ann Clarke of Great Amwell, widow, be removed to St
Georges Southwarke, Co. Surrey, their late fathers lastplace ofsettlement".20 And in
1677, an order "concerning the settlement of Mary Drowne, daughter of Robert
Drowne, late ofRatcliffe intheparish ofStepney, Co. Middlesex, Mariner, and Mary
his wife, both deceased, who was put to nurse with James Haughton of
Hartingfordbury, by heruncle John Bluckman, ofWhitechapell, Co. Middlesex, Silk
Weaver. Afterwards she was sent by an order to the hamlet of Ratcliffe, where the
court considered she should be settled.'
These orders give some typical occupations ofthosewho put theirinfants out to be
nursed: mercer, gentleman, mariner, and silk-weaver. A previous study found that
membersofthearistocracy, thegentry, wealthymerchants,wealthyfarmers, scholars,
lawyers, physicians, and some clergymen regularly employed wet-nurses.22 Those
registers used in the present study which state the occupations of either the
nurse-child's father or the wet-nurse's husband show that the findings derived from
parish registers and other parish records concur with those from other sources. The
occupationsoffathersofnurse-children derived fromelevenparishesinHertfordshire
between 1580 and 180023 were: clerk to an earl; gentleman (2); mariner (2); merchant
taylor; mercer; silk-weaver. Twenty-four were given the title "Mr"; two the suffilx
"Esquire"; two were described as "Citizen of London", and one as "Noble".
19 Le Hardy (1928), op. cit., note 12 above, p. 195.
20 Le Hardy (1930), op. cit., note 12 above, p. 399.
21 Ibid., p. 304.
22 Fildes, thesis, pp. 149-162.
23 Aldenham, Cheshunt, Elstree, Flamstead, MuchHadham, MuchHormead,Hunsdon,King'sLangley,
St Albans, St Stephen's, Sandridge, Totteridge; Le Hardy (1930), op. cit., note 12 above, p. 304.
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Fathers' occupations between 1580 and 1800 derived from twelve parishes in other
counties24 were: baker; butcher (3); coachman (2); coachmaster; cutler; embroiderer;
fleming (probably a weaver); gentleman (2); glover; grocer; gunstock-maker;
haberdasher (3); knight and ambassador; inn-keeper; joiner; labourer; pedlar; sailor;
servant; taylor (2); victualler; vintner. Modes ofaddress included: Mr(19); Sir; Colonel;
Esquire (2) and "Citizen of London" (2).
Discovering the occupations of the nurse or her husband proved more difficult,
although parish clerks did record occupations during some years in fifteen of the
parishes studied. In six Hertfordshire parishes between 1560 and 175025 theseincluded:
blacksmith (2); bricklayer (2); carpenter; coachman to an earl; cobbler; cowleech;
farrier; inn-keeper (or employee at an inn); labourer (6); locksmith; man keeping many
servants (2); miller (2); physician; servant to an earl; taylor (2); weaver (2). Eight were
addressed as Mr and one as Doctor. One nurse was addressed as Mistress and one as
Nurse; and one was a midwife. Several husbands held positions in the parish including:
churchwarden (2); clerk of the parish; parish constable (2); overseer of the poor (2);
sexton. After 1750, occupations were rarely given; three were described as labourers,
and one was a carter employed by a gentleman.
Outside Hertfordshire, nineparishes listed the occupations ormode ofaddress ofthe
nurse or her husband.26 Between 1570 and 1750, these were: blacksmith; brewer;
brickmaker; carpenter; clerk; cooper; cordwainer; gardener (2); glover; joiner;
labourer (6); man keeping many servants; miller (3); musician; saddler; shoemaker;
shovelmaker (3); taylor (3); thatcher; tiler; trenchermaker; turner (3); waterman (4);
weaver (2). Three husbands were addressed as Mr, and one was a churchwarden. Two
nurses were addressed as Nurse and one as Mrs. One was formerly a servant. After
1750, only one indication of status was given: the nurse's husband was addressed
as Mr.
Franklyn Dulley, in his study of Aldenham and Elstree, two
Hertfordshire parishes that took in large numbers ofnurse-children from 1595 to 1750,
found that homes taking in nurse-children ranged from those ofthe gentry to those of
widows unable to pay the poor rates.27 Unfortunately, he made no discrimination
between the types of nurse-children taken in. In 1669, Stephen Tothill conducted a
survey of the householders in the east Hertfordshire parish of Cheshunt, in which he
listed the owners and inhabitants ofall the property in the parish.28 This shows that the
families who took in nurse-children in the 1660s and 1670s occupied property and
often surrounding land, described as orchards, gardens, or for farming, to which they
24 Compton-cum-Shefford and Toddington, Beds; Chesham, Bucks; Lee, Lewisham, and Orpington,
Kent; Kensington, Middlesex; Merstham, Morden, Putney, Stoke D'Abernon, and Wandsworth, Surrey.
Forbes, op. cit., note 14 above, p. 195; Cox, op. cit., note 14 above, p. 68; Winters, op. cit., note 14
above, p. 74; Waters, op. cit., note 14 above, p. 66.
25 Cheshunt, Elstree, Much Hadham, King's Langley, St Albans, St Peter's, Totteridge.
26 Compton-cum-Shefford and Dunstable, Beds; Chesham, Bucks; Lewisham, Kent; Kensington,
Middlesex; Morden, Putney, Wimbledon and Wandsworth, Surrey. Forbes, op. cit., note 14 above, p. 195;
Winters, op. cit., note 14 above, p. 82; Cox, op. cit., note 14 above, P. 69.
27 Franklyn Dulley, 'Nurse-children: a forgotten cottage industry', Hertfordshire Countryside, 1982,
37(274): 14-15.
28 Stephen Tothill, 'A survey ofthe parish ofCheshunt', 1669, typewritten copy, transcribed and indexed
by Peter E. Rooke, 1958, HRO R.076555.
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held theleasehold, copyhold, or(rarely) thefreehold. Thus, youngchildrentakeninby
Cheshunt wet-nurses were unlikely to have beenconfined in a small room in a country
hovel. Probably (and this is borne out by the childhood memories of London
foundlings in the eighteenth century)29 they spent a certain amount, if not most, of
their infancy in fresh country air together with their foster-brothers and -sisters. The
finding about parental occupations in parish records largely confirm the findings
elicited from literary and medical sources.
Wet-nursing of well-to-do infants tended to be undertaken by women whose
husbands had occupations which would involve travel to, or trade links with, both
neighbouring parishes and London. To date, nothing has been found to indicate any
intermediary between parents and nurse, as was the case in France.30 Relatives and
friends might recommend a reliablewoman ofwhom they hadknowledge,31 and some
parents sent successive children to the same wet-nurse,32 but how and by whom the
child was transported from London to parishes up to forty miles away is largely
conjecture. Occasional references to such a journey appear in personal papers. For
example, in June 1647, the gentlewoman Lady Mary Verney described in some detail,
in a letter to her steward, her arrangements for transporting her three week-old son,
Ralph, from London to the family home in Claydon, Buckinghamshire, via St Albans
in Hertfordshire. In this case, the nurse had obviously travelled to London either in
preparation for, or soon after, the birth.
Upon Tuesday next I intend to send my child to St Allbanes [by coach] the nurse is most
extreamely desirous to be att home, so ifyou can posseble I would have you there oneTuesday
night and go to Tringe on Wednesday. The nurse sayeth her husband hath a very easy-going
horse, andshethinksittwill bebestforhimtocarrythechild beforehim uponpillows, becaus she
cannott ride between toepanniers andhold thechild. When you come there you willquickly find
whichwillbethebestwaytocarryitt;prayprovideforbothwayes,andbring afootman togoeby
itt. Ifherhusband dothcarrythechild, shecannottridebehindhim, soeyoumustprovide ahorse
forher; my sister Mary goes downewith them, so you mustbring up apillion to carry her downe
behind you .... praydoe see thatthey take agreat care ofthechild, and thatthey goe verysoftly,
for the weather is very hott; ifhe carries the child before him itt must be tied about him with a
garter, andtruly I thinkittwill be avery good way, forthechild will nottendure to belong outof
ones armes.33
A reference to weaned infants returning home appears in the church records ofthe
late sixteenth century in the Essex parish of Farnham which adjoins north-east
Hertfordshire. Inthiscase, amanpleadedthathehadbeenabsentfromchurchbecause
hehad "carriedchildrennursedto London andheheard service atAldersgatechurch"
in London.34 This may indicate that he had delivered the children to parents or to
officialsintheparishofAldersgate. Itseemsreasonable to assume thatthere werelinks
29 McClure, op. cit., note I above, pp. 130-136.
30Themeneurwasanimportantpartofthewet-nursing business in France. See T. G. H. Drake, 'The wet
nurse in France intheeighteenth century', Bull. Hist. Med., 1940,8:934-948; Sussman, op. cit., note I above.
31 DorothyGardiner(editor), TheOxindenletters 1607-1642, London,Constable, 1933, letterfrom Robert
Bargrave to his sister, 14 March 1635.
3 For example, the eighteenth-century physician, Hans Sloane; discussed in Fildes, thesis, p. 185.
33 Francis Parthenope Verney and Margaret E. Verney, Memoirs of the Verney family during the
seventeenth century, London, Longrnans, Green, 2nd ed., 1904, pp. 361-362. I am indebted to the late
Dr D. McLaren for providing this reference.
34 Emmison, op. cit., note 14 above, p. 88.
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(based on the trade ofLondon parents or ofthe wet-nurse's family) between London
parishes and particular country parishes. A search for such an association in burial
registers revealed that some parishes took several children from a particular London
parish, but as parish clerks did not always name the parish oforigin but merely stated
that the nurse-childwasfrom London, theassociationbetweenparishoforiginand the
receiving parish was less well documented than was the transfer ofbastards, orphans,
and foundlings. Ofthe last group both the child's name and the London parish were
occasionally recorded. For example, in North Mimms, Hertfordshire, in July 1713:
"James a nurse-child laid in St Alphage Parish London". In other entries, the
connectioncan bededucedeitherfromthewrittenstatementsintheregisterthat achild
was a foundling or poor child from a named parish, or from the name of the
nurse-child. Unnamed foundlings were commonly baptized with the surname of the
parish in which they were abandoned,35 as in Much Hadham, Hertfordshire, in
January 1664: "Thomas Staneinga nurschilde ofthe parish ofSaint Mary Staneingin
London"; orinCheshunt, Hertfordshire, inApril 1679; "Thomas BoweofBow-Parish
in London nursed at George Cocks". London parish officials clearly sent their infants
to be nursed in particular country parishes where wet-nursing was a trade undertaken
bymanywomen (in the 1650s, at least thirty-seven different families in Cheshunt took
in nurse-children). Often, these children were sent to particular families in certain
periods, most ofwhom also nursed wealthier London infants, although occasionally a
householdtookinlargenumbers ofLondonparishchildrenonly(forexample, George
Cocks of Cheshunt [see above] who buried twenty-one nurse-children between 1672
and 1680. Those who were named bore surnames of London parishes.)
Somecountry parishes hadlinks with the same London parish over alongperiod of
time; others appear to have takenparishnurse-children from several different areas of
London during a comparatively short timespan. Cheshunt accepted children from St
Benet's in the 1580s and 1590s; from St Peter's, Allhallows and Shoreditch, between
1600 and 1620; from St Gregory's in the 1640s; and from St Mary's, St Dunstan in the
West, and St Christophers's during the 1650s and 1660s. In the forty years following
1670, Cheshuntwomen accepted nurse-children from avariety ofparishesincluding St
Clement Dane, St Mary le Bow, St Helen's Bishopsgate, St Peter's, St Mary
Aldermanbury, Allhallows, and St Lawrence Jewry. Where the specific parish is not
named, the area fromwhich the child came is often given. In Cheshunt, these included
Coleman Street, Cornhill and Aldgate. In contrast. Much Hadham nursed children
from St Benet Sherehog in the 1620s, St Mary Staining in the 1660s, and St Peter's and
the area ofHatton Garden in the 1670s. Although exact identification ofthe parish is
not always possible since, for example, several London parishes bear the name St
Mary'sorStBenet's,itdoeslimitthepossibleparishesfromwhich nurse-children came
and thus allow a search to be made for the baptisms of these children in London
registers at a later date, to confirm their parish of origin.36
By whatever means these parish infants were transported, their death rate was
apparently greater than that of other nurse-children in the same years. It is not
uncommon to see the burials ofseveral such infants on the same, or successive, days.
35 Cox, op. cit., note 14 above, p. 63.
36 Researchinprogressindicatesthatitispossibleto trace some London infants to theirparishes oforigin.
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This implies that these children were more susceptible to changes in temperature and
environment as well as toinfections because theirhealth was initiallypoorer than that
ofother nurse-children; or that some infants died in transit and were buried either as
soon as they arrived in the receiving country parish, or in the parish where they died.
This would explain the burials described as "a nurse child" with no name, no place of
origin, and no name of the wet-nurse, although these details were given for other
nurse-children buried in the same period. In Cheshunt, which recorded the greatest
number ofpoor/parish infants yet discovered, they only comprised 8-9 per cent ofall
nurse-child burials-the great majority during the later seventeenth and early-
eighteenthcenturies. So, from thestudyofparish records todate, itisclearlywrongto
assume that the hundreds of nurse-children buried in country parishes were either
bastards or the parish poor of London.
Wet-nursingin someparisheswasasignificant femaleoccupation that somewomen
pursued for many years after their own childbearing had ceased. A young mother
might wet-nurse for a short timeeitherwhile suckling achild ofher own or ifher own
infant died. It was also a trade for young widows who made a living initially from
wet-nursing and later by taking in slightly older children to dry-nurse.37 Where
sufficient detail allows a study of the baptisms and burials of the wet-nurses' own
children, a similar picture emerges to that found by McLaren in Chesham,
Buckinghamshire, between 1578 and 1601;38 women tended to havefrom three to five
infants (most of whom survived infancy) and then began taking children to
wet-nurse.39 Although certain individuals appear only to have taken parish poor or
only the infants from wealthy families, a woman supporting herself or adding to the
familyincomebywet-nursingwouldclearlynursethosechildrenthatwereavailable at
the time. Payment was higher for the privately-employed nurse particularly in the
eighteenth century,40 so that women must have preferred this association but, ifshe
had weaned her nurse-child and returned it to the parents, she would need to find
another infant to suckle fairly quickly in order to maintain her milk supply. Parish
infants from London were apparently in constant supply (at least in the late-
seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries)41 and were a means for a woman to keep
up hersupply ofbreast-milk and consequently hercontribution to the family income.
In addition, for a short period during the sixteenth century, wet-nurses had the
opportunity tosuckleinfantsfromChrist'sHospitalinLondon(founded 1552), which
initsearlyyears sent outinfantsmainlytoHertfordshire and Essexparishes, although
some were nursed within London and others as far away as Great Yarmouth in
Norfolk (135 miles distant).42 Women who buried nurse-children from the hospital
also took in infants to nurse from parents or from London parishes. Although some
37 This was also noted by Dully, op. cit., note 27 above, p. 15.
38 McLaren, op. cit., note 3 above.
39 See, for example, the Hadhams in the late-sixteenth and early-seventeenth centuries.
40 Fildes, thesis, pp. 158-162; Dorothy Marshall, The Englishpoor in the eighteenth century, New York,
Augustus Kelly, 1969, pp. 99-101; Ivy Pinchbeck and Margaret Hewitt, Children in English society, vol. 1:
From Tudor times to the eighteenth century, London, Routledge & Kegan Paul, 1969, pp. 173-177.
41 This is inferred from the numbers that were buried in Hertfordshire during this period.
42 Bythelate-sixteenthcentury,fewersucklinginfantswereacceptedbythehospital,andbyJune 1624,the
onlychildrenacceptedunderfouryearsofagewerechildrenofFreemenofLondonandbornwithinthecity.
By 1640, no children under three years were accepted, and the charity became an educational institution
only. Pearce, op. cit., note 12 above, pp. 19-42; personal communication from Dr Violet Rowe, 1983.
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Figure 3a: Distribution of 1912 burials ofnurse-children in 36 Hertfordshire
parishes 1540-1800
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Distribution of 1148 burials ofnurse-children in 25 parishes around London
(excluding Hertfordshire) 1540-1800.
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nurse-children were stated to be from neighbouring parishes, this was relatively
unusual; where their origin was given, nurse-children usually came from London or
from parishes many miles distant.
In order to take in infants from so far away, receive payment, and return them when
they were weaned, women had to live close to a major route to London. It is therefore
not surprising that parishes which lined major roads, especially coaching routes,
buried the largest numbers of nurse-children. Hertfordshire was traversed by many
roads from London including Watling Street to the north-west, Ickneild Street, Ermine
Street and the Great North Road. Apart from one minor road in the north-east ofthe
county, major routes in the period 1538-1800 were identical to those oftoday.43 This
study to date shows that the most likely place to find a "wet nursing parish" is along
major roads leading up to fifty miles from London,44 and particularly those near
coaching inns where overnight stops and a change ofhorses were provided. Examples
in Hertfordshire include St Albans (used by Lady Verney in 1647) and Waltham Cross
in the parish ofCheshunt. However, when thedistribution of"wet-nursing parishes" is
examined over a long period it is clear that the incidence and extent ofwet-nursing did
not depend solely upon highways.
Figure 3b: Histogram showing the distribution of 3060 burials of nurse-
children in 61 parishes around London 1540-1800.
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43 1 am grateful to the staff of the Hertfordshire Record Office for providing this information. See also
HRO count)' maps no. 15, drawn by Robert Morden, c. 1695, the earliest map to show roads.
44 Forexample, parishesclose toWatlingStreet (nowtheA5)included ElstreeandAldenham, which buried
large numbers ofnurse-children. The route north from London (now the AI 0) was lined by Cheshunt, Herts,
and Waltham Abbey, Essex, two parishes with exceptionally large numbers of nurse-child burials.
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Figure 1 shows the accepting parishes over the period 1538-1800 but ifthis map is
drawn for fifty-year periods beginning in 1550, then a clearer pattern emerges (see
fig. 2). First, thenumber ofparishesvariesconsiderably, withthegreatest numberin the
period 1600-49. This maybepartly due to better records although, in Hertfordshire in
particular, records ofthe 1640s are frequently missing. Second, an area in north-west
Hertfordshire which was close to a highway from London is not represented in any
period. Third, relatively few parishes were taking in nurse-children over the whole
time-span. For example, those to the west and north-west of London which took
comparatively large numbers from 1550 to 1649 no longer feature in the later-
seventeenth andeighteenthcenturies. Thefourth, andmostinteresting, pointisthatby
thesecondhalfoftheeighteenthcentury onlyfiveoftheHertfordshireparishesand six
from other counties were still burying nurse-children. Not only did the number of
parishes decrease, but so did the numbers ofnurse-children. Sixty-six per cent ofthe
3,060 nursechildrenwereburiedbetween 1650and 1749whilstafter 1750thisdeclined
to less than three per cent. Examination of ten-year periods shows that the sharp
decline in nurse-child burials began in the 1730s in Hertfordshire, in the 1740s outside
Hertfordshire, and the combined figures demonstrate a steady decline from 1710 (see
fig. 3). (It should be noted that, although these histograms demonstrate that larger
numbers ofLondon nurse-children were buried in the country in the late-seventeenth
andearly-eighteenth centuries, thisdoes notmean that thepractice ofwetnursing was
necessarilyincreasing. Itisequallylikelythatitwasrelated to theincrease ofLondon's
population during this period, or to the absolute numbers of infants abandoned by
their parents increasing. Research in progress indicates that in many London parishes
there was a large and relatively sudden increase in the number offoundlings baptized
and then sent out to country nurses between c.1680 and c.1720.)
In fact, the four findings given above are inter-related and connected with events in
the localhistory ofHertfordshire and itscloseneighbours, and to events inthecapital.
If, asthisstudyhasattemptedtoshow,wet-nursingwasa"cottageindustry" inboth
Hertfordshire (see fig. 4) and the other home counties,45 then its distribution and
survival in particular periods would depend upon which other home-based industries
in the area could be pursued by women in order to supplement or supply the family
income. (This disregards for the present the undoubted contraceptive advantage of
continued frequent breast-feeding, which was a probable additional motive for
wet-nursing.)46 In the period under investigation, Hertfordshire, and the parts of
Bedfordshire and Buckinghamshire which adjoined it to the north and the west, had
two lucrative cottage industries with whichwet-nursing had to compete. The first and
most important was the straw-plaiting trade, which was established during the
seventeenth century in the south-east midlands, and centred on north-west
Hertfordshire around the large market town ofHitchin and the nearby Bedfordshire
towns ofLuton and Dunstable. Ultimately, the latter became the main centres for the
manufacture of straw hats in the eighteenth century and particularly the nineteenth
45 Researcherswhohavemadeanystudyofwet-nursinghavesuggestedeitherdirectly orbyinference that
itoccurred on the scale ofacottage industry. Forexample, Finlay, op. cit., note 2above; McLaren, op. cit.,
note 3 above; Dulley, op. cit., note 27 above.
46 Discussed in detail in Fildes, thesis, pp. 89-92; McLaren, op. cit., note 3 above.
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century. Straw-plaiting was extremely well paid. Atits height, women and young girls
could earn in a day a sum equal to a man's wages for a week working on the land.
Although wet-nurses could earn substantial amounts, particularly if they took in
several children, straw-plaiting, also home-based but not involving the trouble and
physical problems of breast-feeding, presented an attractive alternative. By the
late-eighteenth/early-nineteenth century, it had spread to cover most of the western
half of Hertfordshire.47
The second industry, based mainly in Bedfordshire and Buckinghamshire, was
lace-making. Beginning in the area in the late-sixteenth century, it spread during the
seventeenth and eighteenth centuries to cover a large area ofthe south-east midlands.
SomewesternparishesofHertfordshire, suchasTring,wereinvolvedalthoughitcould
not compete with the more remunerative straw-plaiting in the north-west of the
county. However, lace-making paid sufficiently well to make it a cottage industry of
some significance in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.48 These home-based
crafts explain both the absence so far of any evidence ofwet-nursing in north-west
Hertfordshire, particularly in the Hitchin area, and the shift inincidence andextent of
wet-nursing from the western half of the county in the sixteenth and seventeenth
centuries to a few parishes in the central southern area by the late-eighteenth century.
An additional minor factor may have been the well-established tradition of
Nonconformity in Hertfordshire, where mostcommunities had achapel, and often an
associated burial ground, by the eighteenth century. Methodism, arising in the 1730s,
similarly endorsed the teachings of all dissenting religions from the time of the
Reformation by denouncing wet-nursing and urging mothers to feed their own
children.49
Other events of significance to rural wet-nursing occurred in London. The
workhouse system of the eighteenth century meant that London parishes, which
formerly sent their youngchildren out to nurse, instead employed workhouse inmates
to suckle or, moreusually, todry-nurseyounginfants abandoned in theparish or born
within the workhouse. The high death rates of such children have been copiously
related elsewhere. And these were recorded in the mid- and late-eighteenth century at
exactly the time that nurse-child burials in the countryside were declining.50 Also of
importance was the founding of two charities in the early eighteenth century: the
lying-in wards and hospitals in 1747-50; and the London Foundling Hospital in 1739.
The former provided places for respectable poor women to have the attendance of
(male or female) midwives at their confinements, and additionally provided centres
within the capital where respectable women could be obtained at short notice by
wealthy families seeking wet-nurses.51 The latter meant that infants who formerly
47 N. Agar, Hitchin's strawplait industry, Hitchin Historical Society and North Hertfordshire District
Council Museum Service, [n.d.], pp. 3-4; Charles Freeman, Luton andthehat industry, Luton Museum and
Art Gallery, 1953, pp. 7-17; Jean Davis, Strawplait, Aylesbury, Bucks, Shire Publications, 1981, pp. 3-6.
48 Charles Freeman, Pillow lace in the east midlands, Luton Museum and Art Gallery, 1958, pp. 9-21.
49 Cheshunt was a centre for Nonconformists in the seventeenth century and had a flourishing chapel by
1700. Jack Edwards, Cheshunt in Hertfordshire, Cheshunt Urban District Council, 1974, pp. 72-73; also
Fildes, thesis, p. 146. so Ibid., pp. 298-306.
Si Jean Donnison, Midwives andmedical men. A history ofinterprofessional rivalries and women's rights,
London, Heinemann, 1977, pp. 25-27; Fildes, thesis, p. 156.
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Figure 5: Hertfordshire parishes which accepted nurse-children from London
and elsewhere 1750-1799.
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would have been abandoned were taken into anestablishment committed to raisingas
many as possible to maturity. At first, only small numbers ofinfants were put out to
nurse,andburialsofnurse-childrenfromtheFoundlingHospitalappearsporadicallyin
parishregisters. But, duringtheperiod of"general admission" 1756-60, largenumbers
offoundlingswereburiedbothin Hertfordshireandinotherparishesaround London.
Thehealthoffoundlingsinthisfour-yearperiodwasmuchpoorer, somearrivingatthe
hospitaleitherdead orneartodeath; butthemajoritywere sent outto benursedin the
country, by wet-nurses if they were able to suck, otherwise by dry-nurses.52
The presence of such large numbers of foundling nurse-children in Hertfordshire
parishes in the 1750sandearly 1760sprovided theopportunitytoverifythesuggestion
that the Foundling Hospital took advantage ofwet-nursing links already in existence.
As can be seen in figure 5, there is no evidence to support this theory. Numbers of
foundlings were buried in parishes where no nurse-children had previously been
mentioned,andnofoundlingswereburiedinafewparisheswherewet-nursingformerly
had been aflourishing occupation forovertwocenturies. Infact, ashasbeen shown by
historians ofthe Foundling Hospital,53 the hospital wet-nurses were chosen by local
inspectors whoweremenandwomenofsomerankandeducationintheirdistricts. The
parishesthattookinlargenumbersoffoundlingswerethoseinanareasurroundingthe
residence ofan inspector and, unlike the preceding two centuries, were not necessarily
closetoamajorhighwayfrom London. Although, following a 1767ActofParliament,
parish officials in the London areahadto sendtheirorphans, bastards, andfoundlings
to the Foundling Hospital and pay the governors for their care, there was overall a
smallerintakeoffoundlingsafter1760.54Asbefore 1756,childrenfromthehospitalagain
appear sporadically in the burial registers of country parishes. The governors had
decidedearlyonthatwomenwholosttwochildrenatnursewouldnotbeallowedtotake
in any more foundlings;55 it was therefore to the advantage ofthe nurses to keep their
nurse-children out ofthe burial registers. It should not be overlooked, ofcourse, that
one reason fornurse-children disappearing from burial records foreithershort orlong
periodswasthatthewet-nursesweremoresuccessfulinrearingthem;possiblyrelatedto
factors such as infants having a more robust constitution initially, the presence or
absence of major epidemics, and (after the great improvement of roads during the
eighteenth century) a much shorter journey from home to the place of nursing.56
Another logical assumption is that fewer infants were sent out to nurse in the
eighteenth century, not only by parish officials but by parents. No evidence has been
foundtosuggest thatmoreparents weretakingwet-nurses into theirhomesratherthan
sending infants out to the countryside (as was the case in eighteenth-century
52 McClure, op. cit., note 1 above, pp. 101-105; Lloyd Hart, op. cit., note 1 above; An account of the
hospitalfor the maintenance and education of exposed and deserted young children, London, Foundling
Hospital, 1749.
53 ArthurJones, 'The Foundling Hospital and itsarrangements forcountry nursing 1756-67', unpublished
dissertation for extension diploma in history, University of London, 1978.
54 McClure, op. cit., note I above, pp. 137-148.
55Jones, op. cit., note 53 above; Adrian Wilson, personal communication.
56Travellingin acoach-and-four from the City ofLondon toWare, Herts, tookapproximately four hours
in the mid-eighteenth century. Pearce, op. cit., note 12 above, p. 167.
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Hamburg).s7 However, it did become fashionable during the mid- and late-eighteenth
centuryforthewealthyeithertoraisetheirinfantsbyhand,employingadry-nurseinthe
home, or for mothers themselves to breast-feed.58 How much this was related to the
virtual absence of nurse-children from the parishes studied is difficult to determine,
giventhestatementbythesurgeonThomasMantellin 1787thatmoreinfantsdiedinthe
parishes near large towns because of"the numbers beingcontinually sent to be nursed
in the adjacent country".59 It is possible that parents preferred to send their infants to
parishesmuchcloserto Londontofacilitatemorefrequentvisitingthanwasthecustom
inthesixteenthandseventeenthcenturies.60Itisanunexpectedfindingofthisstudythat
(when travelling conditions, especially in winter, were more difficult) sixteenth- and
seventeenth-century children appearto have been nursed fartherawayfromthecapital
than infants in the eighteenth century. However, confirmation ofthis point requires
further work on parishes closer to London than those of Hertfordshire.
When estimating the extent ofwet-nursing in particular periods (as adjudged solely
by nurse-child burials) several factors must be considered, in particular: (a) epidemic
disease and the health ofparents both in London and in the receivingcountry parishes;
(b) infant mortality and, especially, maternal mortality in London and the receiving
parishes; (c) poor harvests, high food prices, and the possibility ofscarcity orfamine in
the country parishes. The chief epidemic diseases recorded by parish clerks were
bubonic plague and smallpox. In the case ofplague, nurse-children, or the person who
transported them from town to country, could be responsible for transmitting the
disease. This can be suspected particularly when, in a given year (such as 1609 in
Beddington, Surrey) only the nurse-child and the members ofthe household towhich it
wassentdiedfromplague, theremainderoftheparishapparentlyremainingunaffected.
An outbreak ofplague in a small parish could sometimes wipe out families who tookin
London nurse-children. For example, in Much Hadham in 1603 two families among
severalwhoaccepted Londonnurse-children, the Goodsonns and the Sagars(who were
related bymarriage), their households, and a nurse-child from each, died from plague.
This effectively ended for thirty years a parish wet-nursing business which had thrived
since at least 1567. Such an incident suggests that either the transporting or placing
system was carried out by members of these families or their servants, or that when
London parents heard of an epidemic in a particular parish they sent their infants
elsewhere to avoid the infection. Similarly, a major plague year in London may have
made unaffected country parishes reluctant to accept infants from the capital.
It has been suggested that bubonic plague may preferentially affect women in the
latter stages ofpregnancy and particularly those inchildbed, their infants beinglargely
57 Mary Lindemann, 'Love for hire: the regulation of the wet nursing business in eighteenth-century
Hamburg', J. Family History, 1981, 6: 379-395.
58 Fildes, thesis, pp. 87-89, 310; Trumbach, op. cit., note 6 above, ch. 5; Valerie Fildes, 'Changes in infant
feeding practices and ideas from 1600 to 1800 with particular reference to those affecting infant mortality
and maternal-infant bonding', in Wolfgang Eckart and Johanna Geyer-Kordesch (editors), Heilberufe und
Kranke im 17. und 18. Jahrhundert, die Quellen- undForschungssituation, Munster, Munstersche Beitrage zur
Geschichte und Theorie der Medizin, no. 18, 1982, pp. 174-200.
59 Thomas Mantell, Short directions for the management ofinfants, London, 1787, p. xiv.
60 Fildes, thesis, p. 158.
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stillborn or undelivered;61 and that it tends to infect adults to a greater extent than
children.62 It could be expected, therefore, that despite an increase in stillbirths
following a plague year in London, at the same time so many infants and children
would be orphaned that a greater number would be placed with country nurses; and
possibly this greater number would be visible by an increase in the number of
nurse-children buried in country parishes. (One factor ofnote is that, where a parish
records largenumbers ofdeaths fromplague, thenumberofnurse-children recorded is
frequently small, fewerthanintheyearsprecedingandimmediately followingaplague
year.)Anepidemicofplagueinacountryparishwouldsimilarlycauseahighmortality
ofchildbearingwomen (forexampleCheshuntin 1665), and thusreducethenumberof
women available for hire as wet-nurses. Thus the parish would be likely to show a
reduction or absence ofnurse-child burials immediately following such an outbreak.
(Cheshunt buried only two nurse-children-two per cent of all burials-in 1666,
compared with 6-14 per cent in the preceding four years).
Smallpox, especially in the seventeenth and early-eighteenth centuries, was
principally a disease ofchildhood. It most affected children above the age ofinfancy,
young infants at the breast being less susceptible.63 Those who survived an attack
during childhood were consequently immune in later life; hence the occasional
insistence that wet-nurses should not be employed unless they had survived the
disease.64 As with plague, smallpox epidemics recorded in country parishes do not
include unduly large numbers of nurse-child burials attributed to the disease. For
example, an examination of the four decades showing the largest numbers of
nurse-child burials in the parish ofCheshunt (1580s; 1630s; 1640s; 1650s) shows that,
even in years when plague and smallpox were recorded as major causes of death,
nurse-children were rarely stated to be victims of these diseases.
The general state ofhealth ofboth mothers and their babies affected the chances of
survival ofinfants sent out to nurse. A small, sickly infant was less likely to survive a
longjourneysoonafterbirththanonewhowasbornnormallyandattermtoahealthy,
well-nourishedmother.65 Thisfactorwasespeciallyrelevantwithfoundlingsandthose
whose mothers had died (possibly unattended) in childbirth. Many foundlings were
abandoned well-clothed and apparently well-fed (according to the records ofChrist's
HospitalinthesixteenthcenturyandtheLondon FoundlingHospitalintheeighteenth
century), butothersweresoill-nourishedandill-clothedthattheybarelysurvivedtheir
baptism.66 Recent research has shown that maternal mortality in England from 1600
to 1800, although not as high as has been generally assumed, was particularly high in
the second half of the seventeenth century (22.8 per cent higher than in the period
1600-49) and that during the eighteenth century, increasingly more mothers survived
61 J. F. D. Shrewsbury, A history ofbubonicplague in the British Isles, Cambridge University Press, 1971,
pp. 539-540. 62 Ibid., p. 316.
63 George Frederic Still, Thehistory ofpaediatrics. Theprogress andstudy ofdiseasesofchildren up to the
end ofthe XVIIIth century, Oxford University Press, 1931, p. 324.
64 SeeFildes,thesis,p. 191;'Lecturesanatomicalandchirurgical'byWilliamHunter,WellcomeInstitutefor
the History of Medicine, MS 2966, 1775; Alexander Hamilton, A treatise on the management offemale
complaints and ofchildren in early infancy, Edinburgh, 1792, p. 548.
6 Discussed in Fildes, thesis, p. 293-294.
66Cox, op. cit., note 14 above, pp. 63-67.
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childbirth and the puerperium (see table 3).67 A similar pattern has been shown to
occurininfantmortality,whichwasparticularly highinthe 1680sandthenfellsteadily
duringtheeighteenthcentury.68 Relatingthesefactstonurse-childburialsproducedan
unexpected result. At a time when both infant and maternal mortality were at their
height in the late-seventeenth century, there was a considerable reduction in the
number ofnurse-child burials in country parishes. It might be expected that, ifmore
London mothers were dying in childbirth whilst their infants survived, more infants
would be sent out to country parishes and consequently more would be visible in the
burial registers.69 Alternatively, ifinfant mortality was also high, fewer infants would
be sent out to nurse.
TABLE 3: MATERNAL MORTALITY IN A GROUP OF ENGLISH PARISHES
1600-1800* AND THE PERCENTAGE CHANGE 1600-49-1750-99
Years Maternal mortality Percentage
(per 1000 live births) change
1600-49 15.3
1650-99 18.8 +22.8
1700-49 13.6 -27.7
1750-99 8.8 -35.3
* These corrected figures showing maternal mortality in a group of English parishes were supplied by
Dr R. Schofield of the Cambridge Group for the History of Population and Social Structure.
Ifmaternal mortality was high in the wet-nursing parishes, there would be fewer
women available to take in nurse-children, whilst ifthere was a high infant mortality
unassociated with maternal deaths, then more women would be available to accept
infants to nurse. It is difficult to obtain figures for the exact mortality ofwomen but,
using the very crude index ofwomen described as "wife of' or "widow", then in the
parishes studied no excessive mortality of women has been noted other than in
epidemics ofplague, particularly in 1665. Itispossiblethat, ifchildrenweredyingsoon
after birth, women who wished for further children were reluctant to wet-nurse since
they would be less likely to conceive while breast-feeding.70
The decline in nurse-child burials in the 1680s was not caused by a decrease in the
numberofparishes takinginnurse-children (ascatterdiagramshows nocorrelation in
anyperiod between thenumberofnurse-children buried andthe numberofparishesin
which they were nursed). Until a larger sample is examined for this period it would be
unwisetostatecategorically thattherewasadeclineinwet-nursing inthe 1680s, orthat
wet-nurses were more successful in rearing foster-children during this decade. One
possibility should beconsidered, however; thiswas adecadeduringwhichexperiments
inraisinginfantsbyhand ratherthan bybreast-feeding becamenoticeable.71 Ifinfants
67 I am grateful to Dr. R. Schofield for this information.
68 Valerie Fildes, 'Neonatal feeding practices and infant mortality during the eighteenth century',
J. biosocial Sci., 1980, 12: 313-324.
69 According to contemporary sources such as the Bills ofMortality, halfofthe infantsborn alivedid not
survive until their second birthday; therefore it is assumed that nurse-child burials represent approximately
fifty per cent ofthose placed with nurses in theparish. A substantial increase in nurse-children living in the
parish could be expected to result in an associated increase in nurse-child burials.
70 Fildes, thesis, pp. 89-92; McLaren, op. cit., note 3 above.
71 Fildes, op. cit., note 58 above, pp. 185-195.
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were either remaining in theirhomes or being sent out to be dry-nursed, then (given the
evidence from this investigation) it is unlikely that such infants would be recorded as
nurse-children. It has been suggested elsewhere that the comparatively high mortality
ofinfants amongthe British aristocracy was related toexperiments withinfantfeeding
methods.72 The preliminary results from this study tend to support this hypothesis. If
further examination of parish records shows a consistent fall in nurse-child burials
during this decade, this would suggest that experimental feeding practices were not
confined to the aristocracy.
The part played by poor harvests, high food prices, scarcity and possibly famine in
the country parishes should not be neglected. Ifprices were high, then women would
be motivated to take in nurse-children in order to buy food and other necessities. At
the same time, if a wet-nurse were poorly nourished, she may well have had an
inadequate supply ofbreast-milk foroneormoreinfants, and have beenmoreinclined
to supplement the nurse-child's diet by handfeeding with pap or gruel at an early age.
In turn, this would put the infant at greater risk of contracting gastro-intestinal
infections as well as marasmus. Thus, in years of dearth, a greater mortality of
nurse-children might be expected. Similarly, in years ofgood harvests and lower food
prices, where the wet-nurse was well nourished and less desperate to take in infants in
order to feed her family, a lower mortality among nurse-children could be expected.
Years of scarcity occurred in the 1580s, 1590s, 1620s, 1630s, 1670s, and 1680s.73 In
four of these decades the number of nurse-child burials was relatively high (1580s,
1590s, 1630s, 1670s), and also in the 1690s in Hertfordshire parisheswhen grain prices
at Hertford and Ware (recorded in Little Hormead parish register) were very high for
several years. Although this suggests a link between high prices, scarcity, and
nurse-child burials, the factor ofpoornourishment ofthe wet-nurse orhernurse-child
was so closely related to resistance to disease in general, to sporadic outbreaks of
plague, and to other epidemic diseases, that no causal link should be made without
closer study of the parishes concerned.
A preliminary examination was made of the months during which nurse-children
were buried in the decades showing the highest mortality in particular parishes. In
theory, if large numbers of nurse-children were consistently buried in July, August,
and September, this would indicate that infants were dying from gastro-intestinal
diseases (linked with the degree ofcleanliness offood and feeding utensils, and thus
with partial or complete dry-nursing);74 whilst ifgreater numbers were buried in the
winter months, particularly January to March, then this would suggest acute
respiratory ailments (in addition to acolderenvironment and attendant hypothermia)
as a major cause of death. Local epidemics of the childhood diseases of measles,
whooping-cough, and scarlatina could kill large numbers of infants and children in
most months of the year, and thus influence the percentage mortality in a particular
year. In addition, seasonal distribution ofbirths in London would affect the numbers
of infants put out to nurse in particular seasons. However, four parishes with large
72 Ibid, pp. 185-195; Fildes, op. cit., note 68 above, pp. 318-319.
73J. M. Stratton and Jack Houghton Brown, Agricultural records AD 220-1977, London, John Baker,
1978, pp. 37-94.
74 Discussed in Fildes, thesis, pp. 315-319.
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numbers of nurse-child burials in certain periods were examined to calculate the
percentage of burials in each quarter of the year (see table 4).
TABLE 4: THE MONTHS OF THE YEAR IN WHICH NURSE-CHILDREN
WERE BURIED IN FOUR PARISHES AROUND LONDON
1580-1719
Parish Years No. of Percentage ofburials in Highest no.
nurse- each quarter ofburials
children Jan-Mar Apr-Jun July- Oct-Dec (month)
buried Sept
Cheshunt, Herts 1580-99 104 27 24 27 22 March
Cheshunt, Herts 1630-59 227 29 22 24 25 March
Putney, Surrey 1660-79 150 22 31 31 16 August
Aldenham &
Elstree, Herts 1690-1719 283 24 30 27 19 May
Putney, Surrey 1700-19 177 24 28 27 21 April
N.B. Aldenham and Elstree are considered together for the purposes of this table; they were adjoining
parishes showing similar trends, especially during the period 1690-1720.
At this stage, no firm conclusions can be drawn other than that, in the months
October, November, and December, burials were consistently low compared with the
other months of the year. Before 1660, the majority of nurse-children died in the
January to March and July to September quarters; after that date, more died in the
April to June and July to September quarters, but there were no noticeable trends
either in individual parishes or in particular decades, that would allow a dogmatic
statement that most nurse-children died from either winter respiratory ailments or
from summer gastro-intestinal problems. The latter is rather unexpected in view of
medical comments about infant deaths. Forexample, in his Demorbis acutis infantum
of1689, thephysician Walter Harris stated that "From themiddle ofJulyto aboutthe
middle of September, the Epidemical Gripes ofchildren are so rife every year, that
moreofthemusuallydiein onemonth, than in three orfourat any othertime: Forthe
heat ofthe seasoncommonlyweakensthem atleast, ifitdoesnotentirelyexhausttheir
strength."
An attempt was made to investigate whether there was a differential mortality
betweenmaleandfemaleinfantsbyplottingthesexofthe703 nurse-children whowere
buried in Cheshunt, but the large number ofchildren ofunidentified sex (239) made
thisofacademicinterestonly;especiallyasthenumberofeachsexoriginallysentoutto
nurseintheparish isunknown and itis notcertain thatthe sexratio ofinfants sent out
to nurse was necessarily normal.
CONCLUSIONS
Despite the limitations ofusing parish registers, which are sometimes incomplete or
missing, aninvestigation oftheidentity and socialposition ofboth Englishwet-nurses
and the infants they nurtured provides results that confirm the findings of an earlier
study in which both medical and literary sources were used. The findings from one
county alone do not differ markedly from those in a random group ofparishes from
othercounties, thus research into the remaining parishes ofHertfordshire is desirable
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and may be taken as representative ofthe custom and business ofwet-nursing in the
London area during the period 1538 to 1800.
Parishes that buried very large numbers of nurse-children should not be excluded
from any investigation as being unrepresentative (as was Waltham Holy Cross in
Finlay's work), since this study has shown that certain parishes did take many more
nurse-children than others, whilst some buried none at all. It is probable that in some
areas wet-nursing was, by tradition, a regular, thriving, and lucrative occupation,
which compared favourably with other available work for women. Particularly in the
sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, it was practised on such a scale that it can be
classed as a cottage industry. Since a significant number ofLondon infants (both the
wealthy and the poor) were nourished and nurtured by these country women, any
discussion ofinfantandchildcaremustinclude theimportantroleofsurrogatemother
which was played by wet-nurses during the impressionable years of early infancy.
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